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The term digital equity is at the forefront of municipal government 
planning to mitigate digital inequality. Digital equity signifies a desired 
future to be achieved, yet its meaning is not well-established. As such, 
planning for digital equity offers an opportunity for new discursive 
construction. This study examines how municipal governments have 
constructed the concept of digital equity through textual evidence, the 
digital equity plans of Kansas City, MO, Portland, OR, San Francisco, 
CA, and Seattle, WA. Adopting an approach from critical discourse 
studies, comparative analysis of the texts demonstrates how digital 
equity plans conceive of digital equity, characterize current 
problematic circumstances, and prescribe actions to make change. The 
plans have strikingly little to say about why digital inequality has 
emerged; however, they prescribe actions that indicate a more complex 
understanding of the problem than they articulate. The dynamics of 
policy diffusion suggest that the work of early adopters will influence 
other municipalities to create similar plans, so the current moment is 
ripe for scholars to influence municipal planning for digital equity and 
participate in its discursive construction in both academic research and 
policymaking circles. This study offers two recommendations for 
planners to consider interventions that directly address the barrier of 
cost of consistent access to devices and Internet service and to 
incorporate digital equity as a cross-cutting theme in other areas of 
municipal planning.  
Introduction 
The current Covid-19 crisis has rejuvenated interest in public policy to expand access to 
and use of information and communication technologies (ICTs), yet the federal 
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government in the United States has taken little action to address digital inequality in the 
last half-decade. In the absence of higher level government action, municipal 
governments have made strides in assessing digital inequality locally and planning to 
mitigate it. Municipal government plans have diverse origins: some efforts are 
longstanding and represent decades of coordination between community technology 
advocates and government, while others are newer and more closely tied to cities’ pursuit 
of private sector investment in next generation telecommunications infrastructure. 
At the forefront of municipal planning to mitigate digital inequality is the term digital 
equity. The National Digital Inclusion Alliance (NDIA), a group promoting policymaking 
and interventions for digital inclusion, defines digital equity as “a condition in which all 
individuals and communities have the information technology capacity needed for full 
participation in our society, democracy and economy” (NDIA, n.d.). The emergence of 
the term digital equity in municipal planning is interesting for at least two reasons. First, 
it signifies a desired future to be achieved. It represents a discursive departure from the 
evolving problem of the digital divide or the process of digital inclusion. Second, its 
meaning is not well-established. There is a paucity of scholarly or practitioner writing 
that conceptualizes or otherwise theorizes digital equity, with the exception of a stream 
of work in the field of education. Definitions offered by advocates such as NDIA are not 
necessarily conclusive, nor are they unambiguous. As such, planning for digital equity 
offers an opportunity for new discursive construction.  
This study examines how municipal governments have constructed the concept of digital 
equity through textual evidence, the digital equity plans of Kansas City, MO, Portland, 
OR, San Francisco, CA, and Seattle, WA. Adopting an approach from critical discourse 
studies, comparative analysis of the texts demonstrates how digital equity plans conceive 
of digital equity, characterize current problematic circumstances, and prescribe actions to 
make change. Despite the opportunities that discursive construction of digital equity 
offers for newly interpreting the relationship between inequality and technology, the four 
plans examined herein demonstrate few departures from earlier approaches to addressing 
digital inequality. The plans have strikingly little to say about why digital inequality has 
emerged; however, they prescribe actions that indicate a more complex understanding of 
the problem than they articulate.   
Even so, the concept of digital equity may be generative for scholarship about digital 
inequality. It offers a new site for theoretical and practical intervention. Where scholars 
may be reluctant to continue engaging with the digital divide as a meaningful concept for 
discussion and intervention, digital equity offers new possibilities for empirical study, 
theorizing, and shaping action in the world. The current moment is ripe for scholars to 
influence municipal planning for digital equity and participate in its discursive 
construction in both academic research and policymaking circles. To situate the study, 
the following section reviews the evolution of municipal government planning to address 
digital inequality and details what the discursive construction of digital equity might 
offer.   
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Literature review 
The origins of municipal government planning to address digital inequality 
The earliest municipal government responses to digital inequality emerged in relation to 
the community technology movement. This movement has sought to create social benefits 
and serve community needs through access to and use of computers and digital networks 
for more than three decades (Beamish, 1999; Morino, 1994; Servon 2002). Servon and 
Nelson (2002) characterize the movement’s original concern as extending access to 
information to all. Concern about technology’s role to exacerbate or mitigate “further 
isolation and impoverishment” (Servon & Nelson, 2001, p. 420) of marginalized 
communities came later. The strategies for change favored by the movement included 
establishing and operating sites for public access to computers and the Internet and 
training community members in skills to use these technologies, and to a lesser extent, 
facilitating community production of digital content. Notably, the movement rarely 
pursued strategies to provide computers to individuals or extend Internet service into 
private homes (Beamish, 1999). Scholars have characterized the community technology 
movement as grassroots, emerging from local needs and seeking local solutions, in the 
absence of large-scale public or private sector programs to correct disparities (Servon & 
Nelson, 2001; Servon & Pinkett, 2004).  
The nature of government’s engagement with the community technology movement has 
varied across municipalities. Some governments established public access sites 
themselves, while others offered financial and institutional support for other 
organizations’ interventions (Horrigan, 2001; Horrigan & Wilson, 2002; Servon & 
Nelson, 2001). Municipal governments were among the recipients of federal funding for 
community technology interventions through the National Telecommunication & 
Information Administration’s Technology Opportunities Program (TOP) (Borgstrom et 
al., 2005; Horrigan, 2001). Some also provided in-kind support for other organizations to 
receive TOP funding, which required a financial match for applicants (Horrigan & 
Wilson, 2002). Demonstrating a strong role for municipal government, Seattle, WA 
established a Community Technology Program and hired a dedicated community 
technology planner to address digital inequality in the mid-1990s (Servon & Nelson, 
2001).  
Multiple rationales motivated municipal governments’ earliest efforts to address digital 
inequality. In addition to a social rationale to provide all residents with access to new 
technologies, governments also saw potential benefits for local economies (Servon & 
Nelson, 2001). Cities seeking economic growth through stimulation of the tech industry 
would need a workforce skilled in the use of computers (Tufekci, 2012). With appropriate 
training, the urban poor would be able to join the technology workforce and realize new 
economic opportunity (Sanyal & Schön, 1999). Scholars in community planning touted 
these social and economic rationales (Schön, 1999), recommending that local government 
create wide-ranging benefits for residents through planning.  
Support and guidance for municipal planning 
Actors from the private sector would also call on municipal governments to address 
digital inequality, strongly emphasizing the economic rationale for doing so (Wiig, 2016; 
Wynne & Cooper, 2007). Microsoft’s Office of Economic Development and Innovation 
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issued a 2007 white paper to encourage municipal governments to develop a digital 
inclusion strategy “as a powerful means to achieve meaningful success for those who, for 
whatever reason, have been left out” (Wynne & Cooper, 2007, p. 2) and to gain economic 
competitive advantage. The white paper offers recommendations for municipal 
government strategy, including identification of the actors that should be included in 
developing and implementing the strategy, technology and financial sector leaders among 
them. Private sector guidance has proved influential. Wiig (2016) demonstrated how IBM 
effectively transferred its policy recommendations for digital inclusion to the municipal 
government of Philadelphia, PA. IBM representatives promoted Philadelphia’s 
emergence as a so-called smart city in conjunction with a program to train 500,000 
marginalized residents in the use of new technologies. Attracting next-generation 
telecommunications infrastructure has also motivated municipal planning. For example, 
Charlotte, NC developed a plan for digital inclusion coincident with Google Fiber’s 
announcement that it would build a fiber optic network in the city (Schools, Health and 
Libraries Broadband Coalition, 2016). 
In addition, civil society and public sector organizations have provided guidance for 
planning. Entities such as the Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City, the U.S. Institute of 
Museum and Library Services (IMLS), and NDIA have published similar and often 
overlapping frameworks for how government should plan, implement, and evaluate 
processes of digital inclusion (Federal Reserve Bank of Kansas City, 2019; IMLS, 
University of Washington, International City/County Management Association, 2012; 
NDIA, 2019). To achieve digital inclusion, municipal government and other collaborators 
need to gather stakeholders, develop a plan attuned to local circumstances, and implement 
the plan (IMLS, University of Washington, International City/County Management 
Association, 2012). Plans should prioritize the “three-legged stool” (Federal Reserve 
Bank of Kansas City, 2019, p. 4) of access to broadband Internet service, access to 
computers, and digital skills. NDIA adds technical support and “empowering content and 
applications” to the three priority items in its guidance (2019). The framework from IMLS 
proposes a set of principles for plans to expand access, inform and train the public to 
encourage adoption of computers and Internet, and support specific applications of 
technology for economic development, education, healthcare, public safety, and civic and 
social life (IMLS, University of Washington, International City/County Management 
Association, 2012).  
Limitations of prevailing guidance 
The prevailing guidance about how municipal planning can address digital inequality 
obscures two key points. First, the prescriptions that advocates currently recommend have 
not changed substantially from the earliest strategies employed by the community 
technology movement, but the contours of digital inequality have changed. The diffusion 
of computers and Internet service has not erased differences in users’ skills and outcomes 
of technology use (DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001) and the barrier of affordability has 
persisted (Strover, 2014). Research about the specific hardware, software, and Internet 
connections that users have access to (Napoli & Obar, 2014; van Deursen & van Dijk, 
2019) and the consistency of users’ access, both public and private (Gonzales, 2016), 
suggests that strategies to reduce digital inequality must consider access with far greater 
nuance than a binary have/have not conception.   
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Second, trenchant critiques have indicated the limitations and even the risks of 
recommended strategies. The notion that all users can and will engage in desirable, 
capital-enhancing uses of technology if provided access and equipped with adequate 
skills runs counter to research about digital inequality (van Deursen et al., 2015; Zillien 
& Hargittai, 2009). Kvasny’s (2006) study of a community technology initiative 
illustrated how prescribing expanded public access to ICTs and training may reproduce 
digital and other forms of inequality. She analyzed an initiative operating with the 
rationale that training underserved communities to use ICTs would improve their 
economic opportunities. She found that a mismatch in the skills that participants acquired 
and the structure of the labor market made their advancement unlikely. Uncredentialed 
(or informally credentialed) training from a community technology center did little to 
facilitate participants’ entry into better paying jobs requiring ICT skills. Her study 
suggested that governments would need to coordinate with employers to effectively train 
and place participants for economic advancement but that advancement was unlikely to 
materialize without also attending to inequitable health, housing, education, and public 
safety systems that shaped participants’ lives and livelihoods.  
The work of Eubanks (2007, 2012) has highlighted that distributing material and 
informational resources, like access and training, to the deprived is unlikely to bring about 
desired outcomes of individual and community thriving. She characterized a distributive 
paradigm that “fails to bring social structure and institutional contexts . . . under 
evaluation” (2007, p. 4). Without examining the structure of the information economy 
and its relation to inequality, distributive interventions cannot transform the problem of 
digital inequality, nor can they create nonmaterial social goods such as empowerment and 
opportunity for marginalized people that are established relationally among social groups 
and institutions. The companies that design and provide technological products and 
services and the governments that regulate them figure into digital inequality (DiMaggio 
& Hargittai, 2001; DiMaggio et al., 2004), but prevailing guidance largely ignores their 
roles in shaping the problem.  
Recommended strategies may also present risks for people they aim to help. Gangadharan 
(2012, 2017) has pointed to the potential harms that participants in digital inclusion 
trainings face related to privacy and surveillance. Marginalized participants may be 
exposed to new and heightened forms of exploitation as they use the Internet. 
Gangadharan (2017) observed that participants received little support within digital 
inclusion trainings to evaluate and address privacy risks and that federal policy has done 
little to reduce the vulnerability that new Internet users may experience.  
The discursive construction of digital equity through planning 
Recently, digital equity has surfaced as a watchword for government efforts to address 
digital inequality. Municipal governments have initiated plans for digital equity 
(Rhinesmith, 2016) and the federal government’s use of the term also signals its growing 
political cachet. Two bills introduced in the 116th United States Congress foregrounded 
digital equity and defined it as “the condition in which individuals and communities have 
the information technology capacity that is needed for full participation in the society and 
economy of the United States” (Digital Equity Act of 2019, 2019; Accessible, Affordable 
Internet for All Act, 2020). NDIA employs a similar definition for the term, adding 
participation in democracy to the final clause (NDIA, n.d.). Such a definition is 
indeterminate. It rests on two ambiguous components, information technology capacity 
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and full participation in society, the economy, and democracy. What digital equity means, 
conceptually and practically, and how to achieve it is not well-established. 
Additionally, scholarly inquiry has done little to conceptualize or otherwise theorize 
digital equity, with the exception of a stream of work in the field of education. Scholars 
interested in government responses to digital inequality have employed the term digital 
equity (Eubanks, 2007; Stratton et al., 2020; Strover, 2019), but their work has not 
pursued conceptualization. Farther afield, education scholars have done more to theorize 
the term (Gorski, 2003, 2009; Resta, 2020; Resta & Lafierre, 2008), though their work is 
not a likely touchstone for municipal planning. It does, however, speak to its potential as 
a discursive construction. Gorski (2003) made a case for a digital equity movement with 
a social justice orientation that seeks to dismantle institutionalized privileges of racism, 
sexism, classism, English-language bias, and ableism that feature in digital inequality.  
Through planning, municipal governments and other stakeholders are actively 
constructing the concept of digital equity and notions about how to achieve it. Planning 
is a way of knowing, a practice that allows leaders to determine what to do about a 
problematic situation (Bryson et al., 2009; Bryson, 2018). The process of planning 
produces official texts for governments to follow and for the public record (Turner, 2001). 
The implementation and evaluation of plans as written certainly cannot be taken for 
granted (Poister & Streib, 2005), but even those plans not acted on as intended contribute 
to discourse and have material consequences through the language they use to describe 
problems and proposed solutions (Laws, 1994). Planning for digital equity offers an 
opportunity to understand and address digital inequality in new ways. It is an ideal 
condition to be envisioned and achieved. The conditions producing inequity may be 
described more expansively than individual deficits, just as the processes to facilitate 
digital equity may go beyond the distributive paradigm. Noting this opportunity, this 
study poses two research questions to interrogate the discursive construction of digital 
equity in municipal planning. 
RQ1: How do municipal plans conceive of digital equity?  
RQ2: To what extent does planning for digital equity permit new understandings of digital 
inequality and new strategies to address it?  
Methods 
Selection of plans 
This study examines the texts of four municipal digital equity plans. The plans of Kansas 
City, MO, Portland, OR, San Francisco, CA, and Seattle, WA were selected for study 
because they describe specific courses of action to bring about digital equity and use the 
term in their titles (e.g., Digital Equity Action Plan) and throughout their texts. As this 
study attends to the construction of a discourse about digital equity, municipal plans 
organized around and titled with other terms, such as digital inclusion, were excluded 
from selection. The publicly available plan documents were located on the websites of 
municipalities. The four selected plans were published within the last five years (Portland 
and Seattle in 2016, Kansas City in 2017, and San Francisco in 2019) and represent the 
stated intentions of municipal government to address digital inequality. Annex 1 provides 
additional detail about the plan documents.  
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Characteristics of the four municipalities that convey the context for planning are 
summarized in Table 1. The four municipalities vary in population size and the share of 
residents who may experience digital inequality (the presence of a household broadband 
Internet subscription offers a coarse proxy measure for the phenomenon). They have in 
common strong technology sectors that saw the highest rates of change in their national 
shares of tech jobs between 2015 and 2017, during a period in which these jobs became 
more concentrated in specific geographical areas (Muro & Whiton, 2018). Across 
municipalities, the financial resources, organization, and planning history available 
within government to address digital inequality differ substantially. The governments of 
Portland and Seattle feature dedicated organizational units and funding for community 
technology; San Francisco and Seattle have relatively longer histories of planning to 
address digital inequality.  
 
Table 1: Characteristics of municipalities 
 Kansas City Portland San Francisco Seattle 
Population 
(2019 estimate) 









81.3% 88.3% 87.6% 90.4% 
Metropolitan 
area’s national 
share of digital 
services jobs 
(2017) (Muro & 
Whiton, 2018) 
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Digital Inclusion 
Plan adopted in 
2016, study 
phase 
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1996  
Sources: American Community Survey, municipal budget websites 
Analytical approach and process 
This study adopts an approach from critical discourse studies that takes discourse to be 
socially shaped and socially constitutive (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Wodak & Meyer, 
2015). Discourse is constructed and circulated by social actors in relation to each other, 
structures, and institutions; the discourse they construct and circulate in turn shapes 
relationships, structures, and institutions. A critical discourse studies approach considers 
discourse to be “mostly intentional, controlled, purposeful human activity” (van Dijk, 
1997, p. 8). The talk and text comprising discourse are produced in social situations, so 
their interpretation should consider contextual features, such as who participated, and 
how production occurred. A critical discourse studies approach also entails a commitment 
to understanding and addressing inequality (van Dijk, 1993). Discursive acts may produce 
and reify relations of dominance and inequality, just as they may transform such relations. 
The texts under study here are ostensibly blueprints for transforming relations of 
inequality. Accordingly, this analysis examines how the texts construe inequality and 
propose its mitigation.  
Municipal digital equity plans are socially consequential in three respects. First, plans 
inscribe local interpretations of the concept of digital equity for further use. Inscribed 
interpretations contribute to a discourse about digital equity, proposing how others ought 
to interpret the concept or providing a point of origin for alternative interpretations. 
Second, plans prescribe courses of action to create social change. They present 
argumentation to support their prescriptions, to the exclusion of other possible 
prescriptions. The justification for a particular prescription rests on description of the 
desired goal state and the current problematic circumstances, as well as how the 
prescription will move from the current problematic circumstances towards the goal state 
(Fairclough & Fairclough, 2012; Kennedy, 2016). Argumentation calls for action in the 
social world, such as behavior change, resource allocation, or policy creation. Third, plans 
allow for policy diffusion, the spread of common interpretations and prescriptions across 
governments through mechanisms such as imitation, learning, and competition (Shipan 
& Volden, 2008). Plans may be replicated and modified by other actors in other 
communities. In sum, municipal digital equity plans are partially constitutive of a 
discourse about digital equity and they shape local action in the social world, with 
potential for broader effect beyond their original contexts.  
The analytical process entailed iterative close reading of the plans to consider their 
contributions to a discourse about digital equity, their argumentation, and the contexts of 
their production. The comparative analysis prioritized four items: (1) plans’ proposed 
conceptions of digital equity – the desired goal state, (2) plans’ descriptions of the 
inequitable status quo – the current problematic circumstances, (3) plans’ prescribed 
courses of action for pursuing digital equity – the claims about how to make change, and 
(4) evidence about their authorship. The first item corresponds closely to RQ1, while the 
second and third items speak to RQ2. The fourth item contributes to a contextually-
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situated interpretation of the findings. The following section lays out the findings about 
these four items, comparing similarities and differences across plans.   
Findings 
Conceiving of digital equity 
Across the four municipal plans, a proposed conception of digital equity appears most 
directly in two textual elements, statements defining digital equity and statements of a 
vision for digital equity. Two plans (Portland and Seattle) include both elements. The 
other two plans offer one element, definition (Kansas City) or vision (San Francisco), as 
evidence of discursive construction. The difference between a definition of digital equity 
and a vision of digital equity in these texts lies in scope and specificity. A definition of 
digital equity is an ideal condition to be achieved. A vision of digital equity specifies how 
the condition should be achieved for a particular place and people.  
Portland’s definition of digital equity comprises the ideal condition of uniform access to 
and availability of resources: Internet, hardware, software, content, services, and skills 
training. Its vision of digital equity finds this condition achieved locally so that all 
residents “will have barrier-free access to high-speed broadband Internet at home and 
school, an affordable computing device and the training to use them effectively” (City of 
Portland, 2016, p. 3). Seattle’s plan takes a similar tack, defining digital equity as 
information technology capacity needed for particular activities: civic and cultural 
participation, work, education, and access to services. The vision depicts the condition 
achieved locally and particularly among disadvantaged residents, seeking that 
“technology’s opportunities equitably empower all residents and communities – 
especially those who are historically underserved or underrepresented” (City of Seattle, 
2016, p. 8).  
Further reflecting the distinction between defining and envisioning digital equity, Kansas 
City’s definition of digital equity is an ideal condition, a restatement of the NDIA 
definition appended with the mention of “digital access to essential services, civic and 
cultural participation, lifelong learning, employment, entrepreneurship, and economic 
mobility” (City of Kansas City, 2017, p. 5). It lacks explicit statement of how the ideal 
condition would be achieved at the local level. In contrast, San Francisco’s vision of 
digital equity foregrounds achievement of “full and equitable access to digital technology 
and its benefits so all San Francisco residents and communities can thrive” (City of San 
Francisco, 2019, p. 5).  
The preceding definitions and visions of digital equity convey that equity is about the 
distribution of resources and capabilities to use those resources to particular groups. 
Seattle’s vision of digital equity distinguishes equity from equality, stipulating that equity 
is about “fairness” for members of historically underrepresented communities, so that 
they may “achieve their personal goals and contribute to society” (City of Seattle, 2016, 
p. 6). Equality, alternatively, would entail the uniform distribution of identical resources 
and services to everyone. San Francisco’s plan also attends to this difference to justify its 
approach. Those “in need of the most support to be fully connected” (City of San 
Francisco, 2019, p. 10) will be prioritized. 
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Describing the inequitable status quo 
Pursuing the desired goal state of digital equity implies that it has not been achieved thus 
far. The status quo is inequitable in some way, thereby motivating and legitimating the 
plan to effect change. The four plans describe current problematic circumstances: they 
name a problem, identify who experiences it, and present evidence about it. All four plans 
use the term barriers to signify the conditions that individuals experiencing the problem 
cannot easily overcome without intervention. Three plans include evidence about other 
features of the problem that are not individual barriers. Table 2 summarizes the plans’ 
descriptions of the current problematic circumstances, organized to facilitate comparison 
across plans and generally replicate the language (including order of appearance) that 
they employ. 
 
Table 2: Plans’ descriptions of current problematic circumstances 
 Kansas City Portland San Francisco Seattle 
Name of the 
problem 
Digital divide Digital 
exclusion, 
digital divide 
Digital divide Digital gap, 





































the problem  
Cost, lack of 
devices, lack of 
awareness of 
public access 























demands on time 
Lack of devices, 
limitations of old 
devices, lack of 
transportation to 
public access 
points, lack of 
affordable 
Internet service 







have false sense 
of confidence in 
their digital skills 
Other features 
of the problem 
Low median 
income, high 
levels of poverty 
and 
unemployment, 









barriers: lack of 
adequate devices 
for community 
programs, lack of 
funding and 
volunteer support 
The Journal of Community Informatics       ISSN: 1721-4441 
  56 
 Kansas City Portland San Francisco Seattle 
geographic 
footprint 




cost of Internet, 
high staff turnover 
due to inadequate 
















service, lack of 





All four plans use the term digital divide to name the problem, though the plans of 
Portland and Seattle use additional terms throughout their texts when referring to the 
problem. Portland’s plan points to the cost of digital exclusion, which endangers “full 
participation in nearly every aspect of American society – from economic success and 
educational achievement, to positive health outcomes and civic engagement” (City of 
Portland, 2016, p. 4). Seattle’s plan responds to a problem named variously as the digital 
gap, the digital equity gap, and the digital divide throughout its text. Those residents 
experiencing the problem cannot “participate fully in our high-tech economy and 
community” (City of Seattle, 2016, p. 1). 
The two plans that refer only to the digital divide as the name of the problem (Kansas 
City and San Francisco) point to differences between residents who have the resources of 
access to devices and Internet and the skills to use them and those who do not. San 
Francisco’s description of the digital divide attends to two components: disparities in 
home Internet and computing device access and disparities in digital literacy skills among 
residents. Kansas City’s plan echoes the same disparities and adds that the digital divide 
also emerges in “misunderstandings of privacy and the relevance of the Internet” (City of 
Kansas City, 2017, p. 5). In other words, the digitally divided may also be mistaken about 
how and why they should use computing devices and the Internet.  
Identification of who experiences the problem is similar across plans. Lower income 
residents figure in all four documents. People with limited English proficiency are 
mentioned in the plans of Portland and San Francisco; this demographic may overlap with 
the immigrants and refugees invoked in Seattle’s plan. Other members of marginalized 
communities, such as people with disabilities and people of color, as well as those 
belonging to the catchall demographic of “historically underserved and underrepresented 
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groups” (City of Seattle, 2016, p. 1) find themselves afflicted by the problem to a greater 
extent than residents who are not members of these communities.  
Tautologically, all four plans note that a lack of access to devices and Internet, 
accompanied by a lack of training to use them, are individual barriers to overcoming the 
problem. The unaffordable cost of devices and Internet service figures explicitly in three 
plans (Portland, Kansas City, San Francisco). Afflicted individuals may also not know 
about options for public access in their communities (Kansas City) or have adequate 
transportation to reach such places (Kansas City, Seattle). Youth may not realize their 
technology skills are inadequate because of a false sense of confidence (Seattle), while 
individuals who do manage to access training encounter challenges to learning, including 
the difficulty of mastering new skills (San Francisco, Seattle).  
Evidence about other features of the problem is less consistent across plans than evidence 
about individuals. Kansas City’s plan points to indicators of the local economy that do 
not favor individuals’ chances to overcome problematic circumstances. It also speaks to 
the problem’s geospatial nature. The city’s large geographical area, combined with 
residents’ lack of personal transportation to reach dispersed public access points limits 
access to and use of technologies in those places. San Francisco’s plan notes financial and 
organizational challenges of community-based organizations that attempt to pursue 
digital equity. Seattle’s plan identifies organizational and structural barriers to achieving 
digital equity. Organizational barriers are similar to those noted in San Francisco’s plan, 
related to the internal operations of community-based organizations. So-named structural 
barriers refer to the external-facing challenges of those organizations, where a lack of 
infrastructure, coordination, and central sources of information hampers success. 
Prescribing a course of action towards digital equity 
A course of action towards digital equity should proceed from the current problematic 
circumstances towards the desired goal state. The four plans prescribe a variety of actions 
to this end, outlined and categorized in Annex 2. Three categories of actions, those to 
expand access to Internet and computing devices and provide training, respond most 
directly to plans’ conceptions of digital equity and their characterizations of the current 
problematic circumstances. 
Actions to expand access to Internet include those that expand availability of free Wi-Fi 
access (in public places and through loaning out mobile hotspots) and wired broadband 
access (in affordable housing and through commercial ISPs). The plans of Portland and 
San Francisco make mention of incentives to encourage ISPs to expand low-cost options 
for residential service. San Francisco’s plan specifically mentions “greater use of City 
assets like fiber optic facilities” and partnering with companies that utilize “emerging 
wireless technologies” (p. 23) so that ISPs will extend infrastructure and service at a lower 
cost to residents unable to afford service at present.  
Three plans prescribe an action to expand access to computing devices through a 
recycling system. Devices past their useful lives within government and other 
organizations can be provided to residents in need through a recycling system. Seattle’s 
plan includes a unique action to pilot a subsidy for device purchase, a “scholarship, 
voucher, or financing option to obtain laptops or desktops for low-income residents who 
want to buy devices, or for those who complete a foundational skills training program 
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through a qualified partner (City of Seattle, 2017, p. 19). This is the only action prescribed 
across the plans to directly increase personal ownership of new computing devices.  
Actions to offer new and expanded training to residents are few, likely because 
community-based organizations take on these efforts to a greater extent than municipal 
governments do. Thus, Portland’s prescribed action to develop culturally-relevant 
training curricula may rely on other organizations to implement the curricula and offer 
the training to the public. Seattle’s plan includes training for two specific groups, families 
with children in Title I schools (institutions with at least 40% of students from low-
income households) and workers in small businesses owned by minorities and women.  
Actions to compile information about and promote community use of options for access 
and training, such as creating inventories of Internet service, training, and tech support 
options, imply an aspect of the problem mostly unarticulated in plans – a lack of 
awareness about existing resources. Kansas City’s plan notes the lack of awareness of 
public access points in its characterization of the problem of the digital divide, but the 
other plans are silent about the underutilization of resources related to a lack of public 
awareness. Alternatively, actions to compile information for use by government and 
community-based organizations, such as creating inventories of government programs 
related to digital equity and gathering data about connectivity in affordable housing, 
suggest another type of information gap: organizational understanding of the status quo 
is incomplete and/or it requires ongoing data gathering to capture change.   
Two plans, those of Portland and Seattle, include actions to develop the pipeline of 
residents into high-tech jobs. Actions in Portland’s plan point to support of programs 
(presumably already existing in the community) that prepare and place underrepresented 
residents in jobs in the technology economy and that support learning in K-12 education. 
Alternatively, Seattle’s plan calls for STEM and coding education for out-of-school youth 
and adults. These actions are notable for their divergence from other categories of action 
and for their loose linkage to the problems presented in the plans. Although the plans of 
Portland and Seattle reference how the current problematic circumstances may impede 
economic participation, they do little otherwise to motivate this category of action.  
Capacity-building of community-based organizations includes actions to improve 
communication, funding availability, and coordination across organizations that pursue 
digital equity in their programs. Two plans (San Francisco and Seattle) include 
organizational challenges in characterizing the problem. Nonetheless, all four plans 
prescribe actions, indicating that such challenges are pervasive. Each plan prescribes at 
least one action to fund community-based organizations’ efforts. Kansas City’s plan 
identifies a specific public source of funding through fees for builders of 5G 
telecommunications infrastructure.  
Actions prescribing new formal policies or changes to formal policies are limited. 
Seattle’s plan identifies the potential to revise building codes for multi-dwelling units to 
support broadband Internet infrastructure. The prescription of additional government 
planning dominates Kansas City’s listed recommendations for action, deeming the City 
Manager responsible for developing six new thematic roadmaps related to digital equity.  
A final category of actions includes those that do not fit easily within other groupings. 
They include to-be-determined actions, such as pilot projects and community challenges. 
Seattle’s plan includes two additional activities that are supportive of device use (tech 
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support, charging stations) but do not seek to directly effect change in access to computing 
devices.   
Authorship and participation 
The texts of the plans offer official descriptions of who participated in plan construction 
and in what ways. Three of four plans are authored by municipal government, as 
described in visual and textual elements. The plans of Kansas City, San Francisco, and 
Seattle are inscribed with the seals of those municipalities and each begins with a letter 
from the mayor about the plan. The letters offer official legitimation of the text of the 
plan and express executive endorsement for the courses of action prescribed within. In 
contrast, Portland’s plan is authored by the Digital Inclusion Network, a group of 
organizations within and outside of the public sector. It bears the seals and logos of the 
City of Portland, Multnomah County, the City of Portland’s Office of Community 
Technology, and the Multnomah County Library. These entities are also credited with 
funding and leading the collaborative development of the plan.  
Descriptions of the participation of organizations appear in varying levels of detail. 
Portland’s plan identifies 48 organizations participating in workshops to develop the plan, 
convened by an outside consulting firm. The list of participants includes private sector 
telecoms (Comcast and Google Fiber), educational institutions, government offices, and 
non-profits. Seattle’s planning process included interviews with 17 representatives of 
community-based organizations (not identified in the plan) about their programs, 
practices, and barriers. San Francisco’s plan reports that authors met with leaders of city 
agencies, community-based organizations, tech companies, and telecoms to gather 
perspectives. The plan acknowledges engagement with 53 community-based 
organizations, 13 private companies (Comcast, AT&T, Google, Microsoft, and Twitter 
among them), 15 local government entities, and 12 non-local government entities. Kansas 
City’s plan simply notes that it includes input from a local coalition for digital equity. 
Consultation with the public, including individuals afflicted by the problem, is also 
documented in plan texts. Portland utilized an outside consulting firm to convene five 
focus groups for Vietnamese speakers, Chinese speakers, Spanish speakers, people who 
are deaf and/or hard of hearing, and African-Americans. Planners in Seattle held four 
community discussions that drew 39 individuals from unnamed “community-based and 
business organizations” (City of Seattle, 2017, p. 10). San Francisco’s plan cites public 
engagement with more than 400 residents belonging to demographic groups of interest 
through focus groups and individual interviews. Notably, the authors solicited feedback 
on a draft plan from residents. Kansas City’s plan reports five community engagement 
meetings at community centers and libraries, as well as public comment solicited and 
submitted online.  
Discussion 
Discursive construction of digital equity 
The discursive construction of digital equity emerges in multiple textual elements of the 
plans. In general, the plans propose that when the goal state of digital equity is achieved, 
all residents will have access to computers and Internet (public and/or private) and the 
skills to use them. This goal state, ideally, leads to particular beneficial uses of ICTs (e.g., 
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for economic activity and civic participation), that in turn lead to positive outcomes of 
individual and community thriving. Digital equity fits neatly within the distributive 
paradigm (Eubanks, 2017, 2012), as plans allege that the problem is primarily one of 
individual deficit, so it may be corrected through material and informational resource 
distribution. Additionally, the plans claim, relational social goods such as empowerment 
should follow from resource distribution. The vision of digital equity in San Francisco’s 
plan exemplifies the claim: Digital equity entails full access to technology and its benefits, 
but the process by which benefits develop and accrue to users is left unexplored.   
The plans of San Francisco and Seattle employ the caveat that equity is about prioritizing 
groups with high need, such as those who have been historically underserved and 
underrepresented (presumably by and within municipal government itself). Prescribed 
actions also indicate that equity signifies that the resources to be distributed to the 
deprived will not be identical to those that privileged residents possess. High need groups 
are to make do with recycled computing devices, existing low-cost Internet programs 
offered by commercial ISPs, public Wi-Fi access, and the safety net of public access 
points. In some plans, the sufficiency of secondhand devices is implied alongside stated 
concerns about access to tech support and the limitations of older devices. Thus, equity 
signifies both who will be served by plans and the quality of resources to be distributed. 
The conception of digital equity conveyed in the plans does not call for substantive 
reorganization of the social world, nor does it call for change to social, political, or 
economic structures. The critical discourse studies approach sensitizes this analysis to 
relations of dominance that shape inequality (van Dijk, 1993) and the analysis finds such 
relations to be largely invisible in digital equity plans. If, as plans describe, affordability 
of computing devices and Internet service is the most significant barrier to digital equity, 
there are few prescribed actions that reduce the cost of those items for afflicted individuals 
and fewer that would change the way the items are priced. Alternatively, strategies to 
increase the financial resources that deprived individuals have available for computing 
devices and Internet service are nonexistent. Other intertwined systems within the 
purview of municipal government that shape economic opportunity, including healthcare, 
housing, education, and public safety (Kvasny, 2006), play little role in the conception of 
digital equity, though they surface to varying degrees in prescriptions for change.  
While the plans are far from radical in their proposals to transform inequality, they do 
adhere to the guidance for both process and content offered by the array of civil society 
and public sector institutions introduced earlier. Indeed, the four cities have been 
recognized as “Digital Inclusion Trailblazers” for their digital equity plans and related 
efforts to fund and implement their strategies (NDIA, 2020). With respect to guidance 
about process, planners documented that they had gathered stakeholders from 
government, community organizations, the private sector, and the public. In content, 
planners demonstrated little deviation from or innovation on guidance about expanding 
access and opportunities for the public to develop skills to use technology.  
Partial characterization of the problem, revelatory prescriptions 
The second research question posed in this study seeks to understand the extent to which 
digital equity plans may offer novel understandings of digital inequality and strategies to 
address it. Despite the opportunity to newly define the current problematic circumstances, 
the plans demonstrate that the notion of individual deficit dominates governments’ 
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explicit conceptions of digital inequality. Three of four plans add that organizations that 
could help afflicted individuals face resource deficits themselves. Still, the construal of 
the problem at the individual and organizational levels is partial. It omits serious 
consideration of reasons why individuals lack resources or why social service 
organizations face challenges to financial sustainability. Kansas City’s plan perhaps goes 
the farthest in acknowledging structures of inequality related to the problem by 
identifying unfavorable local economic conditions and the geospatial nature of 
deprivation, but it presents few proposals to change these conditions. Even with the partial 
characterization of the current problematic circumstances, the plans incorporate actions 
hinting at a deeper understanding of how digital inequality has emerged, in relation to 
particular actors and institutions. Prescriptions related to ISPs, housing, and the tech 
industry reveal their relations to digital inequality. 
ISPs’ role in digital inequality is entirely tacit in the characterization of the problem; 
however, prescribed actions allude to a relation with the inequitable status quo and how 
it might change in pursuit of the goal state. The plans of Portland and San Francisco 
propose that ISPs may be motivated to expand service if given access to government-
owned physical assets and special regulatory consideration. These incentives indicate the 
trade-offs that municipal governments face to attract investment in Internet infrastructure 
and to regulate it in the interest of equity (Alizadeh et al., 2017; Stratton et al., 2020). 
Kansas City’s plan calls for a standard agreement for government to use in negotiation 
with ISPs and other telecommunications providers that “includes some expectation of 
contribution to Digital Equity” (Kansas City, 2017, p. 20) and for dedication of revenue 
from 5G infrastructure permits towards digital equity programs. ISPs’ profit-seeking 
motive may dictate why particular communities lack Internet service entirely, or service 
that is high-quality and affordable, but they are spared scrutiny in plans.  
A relationship between housing and digital equity also surfaces in plans’ prescribed 
actions. Residents living in affordable housing developments may lack financial 
resources to subscribe to Internet service at home, so actions to connect affordable 
housing make sense intuitively as an effective mechanism for resource distribution. 
Affordable housing is not just a convenient place to mitigate digital inequality, though. It 
may directly contribute to the problem through a lack of adequate connection to Internet 
infrastructure. Seattle’s plan targets sufficient connection to high-speed Internet in all 
multifamily housing through possible revision of building codes, as well as training to 
sensitize planners and developers to best practices for building connectivity.  
The tech industry forms part of the backdrop of digital equity planning, even as the plans 
avoid foregrounding it. Success in attracting and retaining tech jobs is common to the 
four cities and representatives from some of the world’s largest tech corporations 
participated in constructing at least two of the plans. Prescriptions to develop a pipeline 
to high-tech employment, included in the plans of Portland and Seattle, suggest that plan 
authors value this form of economic participation. Increased access to employment 
opportunities is among the supposed benefits of resource distribution for digital equity, 
but the plans do not highlight the distinct desirability of tech jobs. Actions to support 
STEM education and coding programs for children and adults and placement of 
underrepresented residents in technology jobs are not explicitly motivated in the plans, 
yet they reflect the importance and desirability of the tech industry to municipal leaders. 
Phenomena co-occurring with the growth of the tech industry in cities, such as 
gentrification and displacement (Chapple, 2017; Stehlin, 2016) and the polarization of 
high and low wage jobs in the service sector (Autor & Dorn, 2009; Dwyer & Wright, 
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2019) that condition inequality are not surfaced. The structure of the information 
economy and its relation to digital inequality are sidestepped in favor of bringing more 
people into a pipeline to high-tech employment.  
Planners certainly face pragmatic constraints in developing digital equity plans. The 
municipalities in this study have variable financial and organizational resources available 
within government and specifically dedicated to digital equity. Kansas City, lacking a 
dedicated organizational unit or budget allocation specifically for digital equity, proposed 
most of its actions for further planning, along with new funding for digital equity 
programs. The plans of Portland and Seattle, backed by strong organizational and 
financial footing within city government and longer institutional trajectories, have 
relatively similar prescribed actions and reflect coordination with community-based 
organizations that serve their communities. Despite a large difference in these cities’ 
national shares of tech jobs (0.9% for Portland, 4.3% for Seattle), their plans both include 
actions to develop the pipeline to high-tech employment. San Francisco’s plan entailed 
authorship of multiple units in city government and engagement with several of the tech 
giants based in the Bay Area, as well as significant public consultation. Prescribed actions 
for an innovation grant to fund community-based organizations, form a pool of sponsors 
in city government, and form a coalition of organizations working on digital equity, 
suggest an interest in integrating digital equity across units and boundaries of 
government.  
Recommendations for planners 
For the authors of plans, the social, political, and financial consequences of characterizing 
digital inequality as anything but a problem of individual deficit may be daunting; 
however, devoting attention to factors producing individual deficits may permit a more 
efficient and effective use of limited resources. Two recommendations follow from the 
analysis of argumentation within plans.  
First, the barrier of cost of devices and Internet service recommends direct intervention 
to increase the financial resources and/or reduce the cost of those items for those people 
experiencing the problem. Broad, radical interventions might offer residents a universal 
basic income or increase the local minimum wage. Alternatively, more focused 
interventions might offer residents ongoing subsidy funds to purchase and maintain 
private access to devices and residential Internet service. Interventions to reduce the cost 
of Internet service might generate alternatives to the limitations of commercial ISPs’ 
service, including its footprint, quality, and pricing. Working in cooperation or 
independently of ISPs, planners might leverage existing fiberoptic networks (including 
dark fiber) or propose building new networks to offer affordable service to communities 
not well-served by existing options.  
Second, digital inequality’s relation to economic development, housing, transportation, 
and other areas of municipal planning suggests that it might be effectively considered 
within these other planning processes. For example, some plans indicate that 
transportation to public access sites is a challenge for residents but reshaping public 
transportation systems is outside the scope of digital equity planning. Incorporating 
digital equity as a cross-cutting theme in municipal planning (in addition or as an 
alternative to digital equity planning) may enable new strategies and coordination to 
transform structures that manifest as individual deficits.   
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Conclusion 
Across plans, novel strategies to mitigate inequality are nascent. Given the national 
recognition that the cities under study have received for their plans and their successes in 
building the high-tech economy that is the normative ideal in urban governance (Alizadeh 
et al., 2017), other cities’ development of digital equity plans is likely. This presents an 
opportunity for the scholarly community to intervene. Scholars of digital inequality can 
play a crucial role in digital equity planning by translating the lessons of empirical 
research to planners. In particular, sensitizing planners to digital inequality as a problem 
related to social, political, and economic structures might inspire novel strategies for its 
mitigation. Ultimately, the plans’ conceptions of digital equity offer an origin to develop 
alternative interpretations and guidance.  
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Annex 1: Plan documents’ structures and authorship 
 Kansas City Portland San Francisco Seattle 
Length 26 pages + 51 
pages appendices 
17 pages + 7 
pages appendices 

















of Housing & 
Community 
Development, 
Office of the City 
Administrator 






Office of Civil 
Rights) 
Major sections of document 
Letter from 
mayor 








X X X X 








 X X X 









• Internet use 
for educational 
purposes 
• Internet use to 
promote civic 
responsibility 
• Internet use to 
promote 
employment 
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Annex 2: Categorization of actions prescribed in plans 




















housing to city 
network, new 
housing to have 
multiple 
provider options 




























 (1.4) Expand 
sources of 
recycled devices 






(D1.1) Plan to 
expand access to 










Provide training  (2.3) Expand 
culturally-specific 
training curricula 
 (S1.1) Train 
families with 
students in three 











of options for 
access and 
training 
 (1.3) Create an 
inventory of 
broadband service 
options for public 
(2.1) Create an 
inventory of 
training programs  
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 Kansas City Portland San Francisco Seattle 
(S3.1) Market 





























3 years, tabulate 







 (4.1) Support 
programs to 
prepare and place 
underrepresented 





for K-12 students 









































funding grant to 
organizations 





























(3) Roadmap for 
education (PPP 
with devices for 
K-12 students, 
training) 










leaders to take 
action 
(5.3), Develop 
digital equity lens 
for policy 
(Goal 2) Form a 
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 Kansas City Portland San Francisco Seattle 
(7) Roadmap for 
employment 
(9) Roadmap for 









(15) Add digital 
equity to rubric 
to project 
evaluation 





(18, 21) Develop 
funding plan and 
pursue funding 
































access to tech 
support  
(C3.2) Set up 
charging stations 
at public access 
points 
 
 
